Tearne's work is also part of the emerging and equally thriving canon of Sri Lankan literature in English which has only more recently began to attract sustained scholars' attention 1 . However, by capturing the complexity of war and refuge in her writing, as she strives to intersect the histories of contemporary England and Sri Lanka, Tearne's narratives clearly usher in a "passage to globalism" (Roy 2013) , reflecting the complex relationship between Britain as a former colonial power and the formation of diasporic British Asian identities, against the backdrop of contemporary global mobility, while raising questions of individual agency within a global framework.
that Sandra Ponzanesi describes in terms of the erosion of "a self explanatory identity" "rooted in (…) increased postcolonial awareness (…) and the rise of new forms of racism. (2012: 675) The crisis of Europe has been critically investigated by writers and artists who have dealt with contemporary forms of global migrancy: as Gabriele Griffin noted a decade ago in her study on contemporary black and Asian British women playwrights, writers who had long been concerned with questions of migrancy and diaspora, started to be progressively drawn to stories revolving around refugees and asylum seekers, bringing to the public's attention the stories of those who are "living diaspora now". Griffin addressed the production of gendered narratives on stage featuring asylum seekers and refugees, as proof of the commitment of black and Asian women playwrights to reflecting in their works the changing reality of migration histories and diasporic experiences, […] [and the ] experience of uncertainty, humiliation, invasion of privacy and process of abjection that the refugee/asylum seeker undergoes. (2003: 224) Since the turn of the millennium a sizeable number of works produced in Britain has contributed to the literary and visual representations of refugees and asylum seekers, testifying to a steady engagement of artists and writers with the public debate on and fear of -allegedly bogus -refugees invading Britain/Europe, by dramatising "the anguish, the pain and loss, as much as the discovery of new possibilities caused by the experiences of migration, exile and flight" (Schlote 2012: 78) As already suggested by Griffin, refugee characters feature prominently in the works of writers of These works can be read as indictment of both the harshness and inherent contradictions of immigration and asylum laws in Britain, as well as an attempt to take issue with the political and legislative context of Britain with reference to the position of refugees, particularly as regulated in the late 1990s: this was the decade paraded as "Cool Britannia", a time of supposedly proactive multicultural policies that, however, also managed to crystallize the debate around the figure of the asylum seeker by triggering media panic on the tide of unwanted, destitute others pouring in the country.
Imogen Tyler has pointed out that the number of deportations increased dramatically at the end of It is interesting to notice that at the turn of the millennium, a substantial body of works emerged as a response to the rebranding of England as a beacon of modernity, contributing to reveal pockets of exclusions within the "world in one island" and investigating the tension between "fortress Europe"
and "an open house" As critics have argued, works produced at the start of the millennium suggested ways in which the fear of refugees invading Britain welded with the panic and mounting intolerance triggered by the 9/11 events (see Gibson 2006 , Ponzanesi 2012 . The xenoracist side to Orford is described in the opening section of the novel that sets the social context and envelops the story in an atmosphere of mystery and fear as calves and dogs in local farms are found mutilated or with their throats slit and houses are broken into. These events are investigated by the police and covered by the press in ways that lead the local residents to believe the newly arrived immigrants in the area -already labelled as potential terrorists-to be the prime suspects, as the conversation between one of the main characters of the story, the writer Maria (Ria)
Robinson and Heather, another resident of Orford who reveals her fears, shows: "First there's the three calves" she said, ticking them off on her fingers (…) and now more animals have been killed.
It's obvious isn't it? There must be a terror cell somewhere", and even the more sceptical Ria Ben initially offers to do small odd jobs for Ria in the house in exchange for playing her piano and eventually they engage in a short lived, intense relationship until Ben is mistaken for a terrorist, chased and shot. He dies as a "infrahuman" as his application is still being processed and his asylum claim still pending, lost in the mire of English bureaucracy
Around the somewhat elusive figure of Ben "the swimmer", Tearne weaves a multifocal narrative, as the novel is divided into three sections each narrated in the first person by a female character: the lover Ria, the mother Anula who arrives in Britain from Sri-Lanka after her son's death and finally the daughter Lydia who carries the narrative forward to an unspecified time in the future, some sixteen years after the main tragic events retraced in the first two sections of the novel.
The use of multiple first person narrators as a narrative technique emphasizes the function of writing as testimony, strengthened also by the fact that each chapter reads as a diary entry, and favours a fragmented chronicle of the events through the interpolation of various voices that disrupt a unitary and linear story plot and point of view. As a formal technique, it is often deployed by writers balancing past and present and striving to piece together the fragmented and fragile lives of migrant displaced characters. Furthermore, the choice of a female perspective is consistent with Tearne's work as a British Asian woman writer and with her previous novels which investigate issues of migrancy and belonging from a distinct female perspective.
The three sections also manage to reinforce the link between place and identity, as Ria's narrative frames the English part of Ben's story, whereas Anulas's retraces parts of Ben's life in Sri Lanka culminating in his decision to escape to England and welds it together with his final destination and resting place on the Suffolk coast. The closing section revolves around Lydia's realization of her mixed-race heritage and the acknowledgment of her role in brainding together two distant and yet intertwined stories, ultimately projecting Ben's and Ria's shared legacy into a utopian future.
In the section narrated from Ria's point of view, the author, by taking up the perspective of a middle-class educated English woman, focuses on the effect of displacement and migration on English indigenous characters. Ria, having entered in a relationship with Ben, gradually awakens to the life of migrants and refugees and first admits that before then, "she had never taken much notice of the things written about asylum seekers", but at the same time as she remembers being on a train journey and seeing a group of field workers in the distance somehow she had "felt they were all Ben's own scattered memories of his journey as a stowaway also increase his sense of insecurity, however, a natural sense of flow characterizes Ben's present and past life: to Ria he appears as "some exotic bird, inadvertently here on our northern shores" (75) and water seems to be his natural element, as he metaphorically emerges to a new life out of the river, which somehow strengthens his connection to Orford and Eel house, a locale that brings back to him memories of his Sri Lankan home:
"There was a canal near our house. When I came home after school I would find all sorts of things:
small animal caught in traps, birds that had damaged wings" (Swimmer: 73)
In an section within Ria's narrative, framed between two journeys from Eel House to London and back, Tearne confronts the readers with the non-places of law and authority, as she details the woman's Kafkaesque encounter with the Home Office, a journey she had planned carefully, in order to submit Ben's asylum application on his behalf, after having failed to reach the office via telephone or e-mail, in the hope of accelerating the bureaucratic process that seems to have reached Anula also mirrors Ria's and Ben's short love story as she experiences a brief romance with Eric, Ria's best friend in Orford, an elderly man who had also know Ben and helps to recollect moments of Ben's English life for his grieving mother, encouraging Anula to build a bridge between Sri Lanka and England when he explains to Anula:
"There have always been migrants in the world', he said. 'It's one of the wonders of nature. But there's a risk attached to the journey. Always. We don't think of that.' (…) He brought you here.
This was his home, however briefly. It will be yours now. Forever. Because of him.' (Swimmer
168)
England in Anula's narrative is "a country whose history had so completely been entwined with our; now, the resting place of my son ( Swimmer 143)
Lydia's short closing section can be read as a somewhat formulaic ending, as the appearance of a mixed race child as a strategy to bring the narrative to a closure features in several multicultural narratives, where children of multiple heritage symbolize the possibility of hope and new beginnings, often as a foil to the otherwise bleak stories of loss and exclusion. Lydia offers a final reflection on the main theme investigated in the novel that projects an unquestionably bleak view of Fortress Europe, as encountered years before by her father Ben.
"as to foreigners, illegal immigrants, asylum-seekers, they are a thing of the past. It's very simple.
Anyone entering the country, any Western country, without the proper documentation is simply caught and shot. It's Home Office policy. Each nation looks after a small proportion of its own (…).
Collective conscience is a thing of the past" (Swimmer 270).
However, her reunion with her grandmother Anula at the Arrivals hall of Heathrow airport brings the novel to a more positive ending: "I glance up at the arrivals board and in that moment (…) a lone woman comes out (…) She is very small. And thin (…) I see the future in her beautiful face."
(Swimmer 272).
